US                    SCEPTICISM AND POETRY
For poetry, Shelley is no more a historical person than Macbeth;
for the poetic consciousness simply is not concerned with
history and actual sequence.
The distinction therefore between lyrical and dramatic
poetry is primarily formal, and does not reveal any essential
difference of poetic process. There is an impersonality which
the lyrical poet must achieve in the singing of his joys and
sorrows, a detachment from himself similar to that which the
dramatist has from his characters; we may also view the tragic
heroes of Shakespeare as lyrical poets who achieve the lyrical
act of catharsis, which, as M. Bremond observed, is the liber-
ation from his emotion which the poet must achieve and which
makes his poetry. It is the depersonalization which the imagin-
ative act accomplishes. And in the development of the doctrine
of catharsis and its application to tragedy, it has been overlooked
to what extent catharsis operates within the play and within
the character of the hero. In each of the great tragedies of
Shakespeare it is possible to point to a speech in which the
catharsis, the release from immersion in the materiality of
emotion3 is effected. It is towards this process of deliverance
that the tragedies move, and in it they find their consummation.
And in this process, the achievement of this condition through
suffering, the inner significance of the tragedies shows itself.
Dost thou not see my baby at my breast.
That sucks the nurse asleep?
is the most perfect expression of it. But it is also present in the
others; and in them all the tragedy reaches its end at the point
where Othello, Cleopatra., Macbeth speak as poets who have
learnt to behold themselves as, what formerly they were,
creatures of passion, weakness, and will. In their final achieve-
ment is a lyricism, a submission to catharsis, the stilling of
passion through imaginative awareness* And we might add
that unless this catharsis is accomplished in the play, it cannot
be accomplished by the play. Where in Shakespeare it does
not occur within the play, in Troilus and Coriolanu$> for example,
there is a failure of the tragic idea.